The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 12, Year B
The text: Ephesians 3:14-21
One of the great joys we have as Christians is the joy of praying to our God. It is a joy. It is an invitation. It is a privilege. 
Our great God, the Lord of the universe and everything in it, says to us: You can pray to me. You can talk to me. I am listening. I want to hear your voice. I want you to share your thoughts with me. I want you to share your heart with me. I want you to share your faith with me.

It is a joy and a privilege. But most of us find prayer to be hard work most of the time. We find it hard just to talk to God.
Why? Is it because we are too busy, with our time so full of things that we have to do, that we find it hard just to stop, to make time, and to give that time to praying to God?

Is it because we don’t really believe? Because we don’t really believe that God listens to our prayers? Because we don’t really believe that our praying makes any difference? Do we find it hard talking to someone who we cannot see? Do we end up thinking that we are really only talking to ourselves?

Do we find it hard to pray, even though we believe in God, because we think God knows best anyway, so God does not really need my advice?

Do we find it hard to pray because we find it hard to believe that the love of God reaches me personally, that God is interested in my own personal situation?

Let’s just hear God’s invitation to pray. And let’s think how we can respond.

What are we going to pray for? Jesus said: Ask and you will receive? That sounds like a generous invitation.
What are we going to pray for? It is not hard to start thinking of all the things we need. We pray for our food. We pray for our shelter, a nice home. We pray for our clothes. We pray for enough money so that we can live a comfortable life.

But then we stop and think – God doesn’t just drop everything into our lap. God gives us the means to provide what we need. So, we pray for a good job. We pray for a good education. We pray that we might be successful in what we do.

Then we stop and think a bit more. We need all these things for our life. But our life is not just about the things. There are deeper values in our lives.

We realise how fragile our life is, so we pray for safety. We realise that there are many dangers around us, so we pray for protection, from storms and from floods, and from earthquakes, and from car accidents, and from people who might want to hurt us.
We remember that we are seeking a life that is good and positive. So we pray for a sense of fulfilment. We remember that God calls on us to be obedient. So, we pray for that desire to use our life well, for that wisdom to know what is good and what is right, and for the will to carry it out. Although in the back of our mind we might be wondering if we want to be too good, and so we pray that we might be good and still have lots of fun.
Are those good prayers? I think they are – by and large. But then you remember that prayer is not just about asking. Prayer is also recognising the gifts that God gives. Prayer is thanking God for all his gifts.

So, you can go through that whole list again. You can think of what God has given you. The material blessings God has provided for you. The talents and abilities that God has given to you. The personal gifts that God is working in you. You can thank God for all his goodness to you.

What else? Now you remember that prayer is not just about what you want. Much more important it is about what God wants. Now you pray that great, humble prayer: Your will be done, God.
But now it gets tricky. Yes, I want God’s will to be done. But what about all the things that I want. I’d like to think that God wants what I want. That would make it easy.
But I know it does not always work out like that. As I follow my life through, there are lots of things that don’t go the way I want, even when I prayed for them. Does that mean that God wants something different? How do I know what God wants? This prayer is one of the hardest to see how God is answering my prayers.

Now I stop and think again. Up to now my prayers have been all about me. About good things for me, mostly. But now I remember that God wants me to pray for others too.

After all God is just as concerned about others, and God wants me to be concerned about others, to love and care and support them through prayer.

So, I pray for others. I pray for those who are close to me, for the people I love and care for. I really want them to be blessed with strength and health and peace.
Then I notice people who are not so close, but people who have real needs, big needs, and I don’t know what to do about them. But I can pray for them.

Then I think about the people who I find difficult, people who have hurt me. I face my feelings of anger and revenge, and I try to pray for them too.
Then I take the big view of people all over the world. If I let myself look honestly, I am almost overwhelmed at the suffering and the tragedy and the entrenched injustices and the terrible conflicts. What can I do? If nothing else, I can pray.
I can pray for peace, and I can pray for justice, and I can pray for wisdom, and I can pray for honesty among the leaders who have the greatest influence.

So, I pray. I pray as best I can, in spite of my doubts and in spite of my difficulties. I pray because God has invited me to pray, and because God wants me to pray, and because God has promised to hear me.

Now I remember that God has asked me to pray for someone else. God has asked me to pray for the church. God has asked me to pray for the Christian church, because Jesus has prayed, and still prays, for the church. When I pray for the church, I am not just praying for this organisation. I am praying for the church that is the people of God, here and wherever people live and worship in faith.

I pray for the church because it is in the church and through the church that God’s will is done. God’s will of bringing life and salvation to desperate people, sinful people.

It is in the church and through the church that God’s word is shared, and God’s word is heard, and in that word is the power of God’s Spirit to bring people into the salvation life of Jesus Christ. It is in the church and through the church that God gives his special gifts of life, his sacraments of washing us of our sin, and of feeding us for life as God’s people. It is in the church and through the church that God takes sinners and transforms them into his saints, that God’s people can celebrate the resurrection life, where we are one with Jesus Christ, God’s Son and our Saviour.

God calls on us to pray for his church. In one of our liturgies, we pray: For the peace of the whole world, for the wellbeing of the church of God, and for unity of all, let us pray to the Lord.

What are we going to pray for when we pray for the church?
I can think of lots of things I want for the church. But I need God to open my heart and mind to see deeper. So let us listen to what God’s Word says.

Our second reading is a prayer for the church, St Paul praying for the Christian church in Ephesus, you and me praying for the Christian church here, anywhere, everywhere.

I kneel before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth receives its name.
God is the Father of all creatures, because he gives all life. Every family receives its name from God means that every family receives its identity, its being, its purpose, its life from God.
When we pray to God, we come to the God whom we know as our Father, and Father of all creation, to the God whom we know as our Lord, and the Lord of all.

We pray with confidence because this God has all things in his hands. We pray with deep humility, on our knees, because we are struck with the wonder and awe of this great God.

I pray that according to the riches of his glory the Father might grant that you be strengthened with power through his Spirit in the inner self.

This is our great need. We can pray for ourselves, and for one another. We pray for God’s Spirit, God’s Spirit to live in our hearts, in our inner beings, God’s Spirit to transform our lives so that we are living as children of God, God’s Spirit giving us spiritual strength, the will and determination to trust God totally with our whole being, and to dedicate ourselves in God’s service.

We see the riches of glory all around us. But the real purpose of God we see when God is working his salvation in the lives of his people.

May Christ live in your hearts through faith with love as your root and foundation.

When you are praying for the church, and when you are praying for yourself as a member of the church and praying for one another as fellow saints in the church, you are praying for the life that comes from Jesus Christ. May Christ live in our hearts, and the hearts of all who bear the name Christian. May the faith that is the bond to Jesus Christ be strong and alive and fruitful.
You are praying for love, for the love that you see in Jesus Christ, the love that took him all the way to the Cross, the love with which he gave his life for you.

You are praying that the same love might be in you, that Christ’s love might be the root of your love, the foundation on which you build your life of Christian service.

I pray that you might be given the power together with all the saints to grasp how wide, how long, how high, and how deep -to know the love of Christ, which is beyond knowing, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

When you pray as a member of the church, it is not about you. It is about what God has done for you through Jesus Christ, and what God is doing for you through Jesus Christ. 

Here we are confronted with the great mystery of the love of God. We cannot grasp how wide, how long, how high, how deep the love of God is. It is beyond our comprehension. But we pray that we may learn to know and appreciate it more and more.

That is a prayer for a lifetime. That is a prayer that God answers as we grow in faith and grow in a heart and mind formed from God’s Word. We learn to see ourselves and all of life through the love of God. That is growing in the fullness of God.

With his power working in us God is able to do more, much more, than anything we ask for or even imagine.

We started off by talking how hard it is to pray. It is hard to even imagine what God can do, and what God wants to do. But that should not stop us from praying. Rather it should challenge us to pray and to keep on praying, and to be bold in our praying. Our lives have been filled with the grace of God, drawing us to God, and then sending us out as servants of God to speak his word, to live his love, to serve his will.

We enter this life hesitantly, but with prayer. Because it does not depend on us – it depends on our God who can do it all and even more.

To him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus through the generations for ever and ever. Amen.

Our prayer, our prayer for the church, begins and ends with God, begins with the grace of God, and ends with praise of God. In prayer we see beyond our own sight.
We see all that God is doing in us, through us around us, and we see the glory of God himself. What can we say? What can we pray? All praise and glory to our wonderful God! Amen.
